Susan Bomstad, President



Kimberly Burdick, Natl. Exec. Council Rep.

Montana Chapter APCO



Montana Chapter APCO

c/o Missoula 9-1-1




c/o Chouteau County Sheriff’s Office

200 West Broadway




P.O. Box 459

Missoula, MT  59802




Fort Benton, MT 59442

(406) 531-0772   (cell)



(406) 622-5451   (work)

sbomstad@co.missoula.mt.us


kburdick@chouteaucosomt.com
www.mtapco.org




www.mtapco.org
The Public Safety Dispatcher is the life-line between the public and emergency assistance.  Public Safety Dispatchers answer multiple emergent and non-emergent telephone lines, send fire and medical responders, and dispatch law enforcement officers under a very specific set of policy guidelines.  Many Public Safety Dispatchers must interact personally at an information desk in addition to all of these duties.  The dispatcher must be adept at multi-tasking because these activities are routinely performed simultaneously.

The Public Safety Dispatcher plays a critical role in the safety of the responders.  They keep a steady stream of information flowing between a potentially hazardous incident and fire, medical and law enforcement personnel as they respond to the scene so they can plan their approach in the safest manner possible.  The call-taker is literally the first person on the scene of the incident being reported.
This often life-saving work is wonderfully rewarding, but carries with it the enormous responsibility of making split second decisions in a time critical, error free environment, while being empathetic to citizens that are often distraught in highly emotional, life threatening situations.

Consequently, this profession has historically been one that experiences high personnel turnover rates and frequent vacancies.  Nationally, Public Safety Dispatcher retention has been a challenge.  The Association of Public-Safety Communications Officials-International, Inc. (APCO) studied this issue in Project RETAINS.  The project committee members found that  many 9-1-1 and Public Safety Communications personnel leave the job after only a few years of service often because they realize that given the stressful and demanding nature of the job they can not reasonably expect to stay in the job long enough to retire.  It is costly to hire and train their replacement.  There is added risk to responders and liability to the dispatch center when the Dispatcher lacks experience or when the dispatch center is understaffed.  According to the study:

“To address this dimension of the staffing recruitment and retention issue requires that -

· Length of service time for retirement be reviewed in relation to the physical and emotional demands of work in a 9-1-1/PSCC (public safety communication center).

· Retirement benefits should provide direct incentives to the recruitment and retention of communications center personnel.

· Retirement benefits should not substantially differ from that of Law Enforcement, Fire/Rescue and EMS personnel.”

This proposal provides for Montana’s Public Safety Dispatchers to join the Sheriffs’ Retirement System, which offers 20 year retirement.  Most of the Public Safety Dispatchers in Montana are members of the Public Employees’ Retirement System, which requires 30 years of service to full retirement.

This legislation will benefit the dispatchers and the public safety community in several ways.

1. Public safety dispatching as a profession

A 20 year retirement will attract applicants who would choose public safety as a career, rather than just an interim job that was among a limited list of available job postings.

2. Employee retention / experience

A 20 year retirement will encourage current employees to remain in their position.  After a few years, or at the 5 year mark at which the employee is vested in PERS, they typically reassess their ability to stay in such a stressful environment until retirement.  Another aspect to consider is liability.  There is added risk to responders and liability to the dispatch center when the dispatcher lacks experience or when the dispatch center is understaffed.

3. Sustained performance

Some dispatchers’ skills deteriorate after many years, or they simply burn out from the demands of the job.  This will give those dispatchers the opportunity to retire at 20 years before they are “spent”.  Again, consider the liability to the organization when the dispatcher experiences burnout.
Public Safety Dispatchers in some other states (for example, Texas and Wyoming) are grouped in the same classification as law enforcement and fire/medical responders and have 20 year retirement.  Some Public Safety Dispatchers in Montana are already members of the Sheriffs Retirement System and have 20 year retirement because they also serve as Detention Officers.
Moving to the Sheriffs’ Retirement System will require additional contributions from the employer and from the employee, but the employer costs will be balanced by diminished turnover costs.  Retention of fully trained, experienced employees will also reduce liability.

When this legislation (HB31) was introduced to the House State Administration committee in the 2009 legislative session, there was testimony from many proponents – representatives from the Montana Chapter of APCO, Montana Sheriffs and Peace Officers Association, Montana Highway Patrol, Montana Chiefs of Police, Montana Police Protective Association, Montana Public Employees Association, AFL/CIO, Teamsters, American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees Council 9, Montana State Firemen’s Association, Sanders County Sheriffs Office and 911, Gallatin County 911, Chouteau County 911, Missoula 911, Cascade County 911, and the Montana Public Employee Retirement Administration/Public Employee Retirement Board.   In fact, the only opponent was David Ewer, Montana State Budget Director, and his opposition was due to the additional cost.  We assert that there will be cost recovery with a decrease in employee turnover and reduced liability.  HB31 may have failed because the economic climate in late 2008 and early 2009 was dismal, but the rationale for this piece of legislation remains sound and it will strengthen the public safety system in Montana.






